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NEWS RELEASE
EXTRAORDINARY CONNECTIONS, INFLUENTIAL SCHOLARSHIP
RECOGNIZED WITH UD MARIANIST AWARD FOR MARY DOUGLAS
DAYTON, Ohio - From studying the Lele population in what was then the Belgian
Congo to interpreting Leviticus as literature, Mary Douglas has connected many subjects in her
research. Although she retired from teaching in 1988, she can legitimately still be called the
most distinguished active anthropologist in Europe.
Douglas will accept the 2002 Marianist Award, sponsored by the University of Dayton,
at 3:30p.m. Tuesday, Oct. 9, in the Mathias Heck Courtroom in Keller Hall, home of the UD
School of Law. Given annually to a Catholic scholar who has made an outstanding contribution
to the intellectual life, the award carries a $5,000 stipend. Douglas will also receive a signed and
numbered print of the Madonna, called "Ofrenda," by G.E. Mullen.
She will present an address on "A Feeling for Hierarchy" following the award
presentation.
"Her extraordinary productivity as a scholar has moved not only into a variety of fields
-she's into connected learning~ but her work has been noted by numerous other scholars
and has influenced their work," said the Rev. James L. Heft, S.M., chancellor and University
professor of faith and culture at UD. "In a field that doesn't always take the most positive view
of religious traditions, she has not only taken these traditions seriously but, in anthropological
terms, in terms of structure and ritual, she has made striking correlations between practices
among the tribe she studied and the Catholic church in the West today."
Douglas credits her early experience with shaping her later interests. "Everything in my
subsequent research was heavily influenced by the experience of living among the Lele of the
Kasai," she said. "For example, their ideas about food, health, cleanliness and classification of
animals led to work on pollution and taboo. This led to work on modem concepts of risk, and it
also led to writings on witchcraft and patterns of public blaming."
Her book Natural Symbols: Explorations in Cosmology, published in 1970, achieved wide
acclaim and has become a classic in anthropology. It grew from the "comparison between the
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Lele preoccupation with sorcery and witchcraft and the absence of ancestor cults as a principle
of organization," Douglas said. The same impetus was behind Thought Styles and Everyday Life:

The Gamut from Rude to Elegant (1996).
Her influence is worldwide. Purity and Danger: Concepts of Pollution and Taboo (1966) has
been translated into French, Dutch, Danish, Swedish, German, Italian, Japanese, Spanish,
Portuguese, Serbian, Norwegian, Finnish and Korean, for example.

The World of Goods: Towards an Anthropology of Consumption (1978) and How Institutions
Think (1986) link her reflections on the Lele to the disciplines of economics and political science.
Her most recent focus has been religion, which led her from the Lele to the Bible, resulting in In

the Wilderness (1993) and Leviticus as Literature (1999).
Born in Italy in 1921 while her parents were vacationing, Douglas attended a Sacred
Heart convent school in England and Oxford University. She worked for the British government
during World War II, returned to Oxford to study anthropology in 1946 and performed her
student field research in the Congo. She taught at University College of London for 27 years,
then taught at Northwestern University and the University of Princeton before retiring to
London in 1988.
Established in 1950, the Marianist Award was originally presented to individuals who
made outstanding contributions to Mariology. In 1967, the concept for the award was
broadened to honor people who had made outstanding contributions to humanity. The award,
reactivated in 1986, now recognizes outstanding contributions to scholarship by Catholics.
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